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Einstein’s Epistemology

Einstein’s mature epistemological views appear most clearly in his essays “On the Method of

Theoretical Physics” (1933), “Physics and Reality” (1936) and “Autobiographical Notes™ (finished in

1946) . The 1946 paper is of especial historical significance because it provides several important
clues as to Einstein’s own sense of intellectual lineage.
For example, after articulating his general view as follows,

A proposition is correct if, within a logical system, it is deduced according to the accepted logical rules. A
system has truth-content according to the certainty and completeness of its co-ordination-possibility to the
totality of experience. A correct proposition borrows its “truth” from the truth-content of the system to which
it belongs.

Einstein adds

A remark to the historical development. Hume saw clearly that certain concepts, as for example that of
causality, cannot be deduced from the material of experience by logical methods. Kant, thoroughly
convinced of the indispensability of certain concepts, took them—ijust as they are selected—to be the
necessary premises of every kind of thinking and differentiated them from concepts of empirical origin. | am
convinced, however, that this differentiation is erroneous, i.e., that it does not do justice to the problem in a
natural way. All concepts, even those which are closest to experience, are from the point of view of logic
freely chosen conventions, just as in the case with the concept of causality, with which this problematic
concerned itself in the first instance.

The full flavor of Einstein’s neo-Kantian account of scientific reasoning is perhaps nowhere more

clearly presented, however, than in a letter (written on 7 May 1952) to his longtime friend, Maruice
Solovine. He says: “I view such matters schematically thus [Einstein’s drawing follows]
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(1) The E (experiences) are given to us [represented by the horizontal line along the bottom of the figure].

(2) A are the axioms, from which we draw consequences. Psychologically the A rest upon the E. There
exists, however, no logical path from the E to the A, but only an intuitive (psychological) connection which is
always “subject to revocation.”

(3) From the A, by a logical route, are deduced the particular assertions S, which deductions may lay claim
to being correct.

(4) The S are referred to the E (test against experience). This procedure, to be exact, also belongs to the
extra-logical (intuitive) sphere, because the relations between the concepts that appear in S and the
experiences E are not of a logical nature.

These relations of the S to the E, however, are (pragmatically) much less uncertain than the relations of the

Atothe E.... If such correspondence were not obtainable with great certainty (even if not logically
graspable), the logical machinery would be without any value for the comprehension of reality (example,
theology).

The quintessence is the externally problematic connection between the world of ideas and that of experience
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